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Yout h employment problems affect not only the welfare of young people themselves but also some key elements of socio-economic development in general. This article examines the circumstances, origins and consequences of these problems and reviews the statistical information available on recent trends in youth employment variables. The figures show that the occupational position of young people has deteriorated in absolute terms along with labour markets generally and that, contrary to some expectations, it has not improved in relative terms either. Working conditions are also found to vary greatly by education level, gender and household characteristics, among other factors. The article then identifies a number of tensions between the subjective perceptions of the young and the reality of the labour market, and reviews options for improving the youth employment situation with regard to the issues of employability, equal opportunities for young men and young women, entrepreneurship and employment creation.
Right from the beginning of the modern era, youth employment has been the key element in the transition to adult life, since earning their own livelihood gives young people the material basis they need to lessen and then end their financial dependence on their parents and set up a home of their own. Because society tends to rate individuals by their contribution to material, cultural or spiritual development, work also contributes to social cohesion and confers social legitimacy and recognition. Employment provides opportunities for interpersonal development, facilitating contacts and participation in networks while allowing people to involve themselves in collective actions. In short, work can be viewed as a key to social integration, a source of meaning in the lives of individuals, a platform for civic involvement and a driver of material progress (eclac/oij, 2003, p. 21) .
Although the economic, social and cultural changes of recent decades have diminished the status of work in relation to other activities and aspects of life, especially in the eyes of many young people themselves, and the transition from youth to adulthood has been prolonged (Hopenhayn, 2004) , employment remains a decisive factor in the sense described, both as a dominant cultural norm and as an individual aspiration for the vast majority of young people.
Recently, however, economic and occupational conditions in the region have not been favourable to young people seeking to participate in the world of work. Indeed, developments in Latin America's labour markets in the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s have been a cause for concern. Numerous opinion surveys indicate that joblessness and other employment issues are among the problems that most exercise the people of Latin America, and it would be hard to find an election campaign that did not include substantial job creation among its stated goals.
This article examines the characteristics, tensions and challenges of youth employment in Latin America.
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Section II presents the background to the region's youth employment problems, chiefly its macroeconomic performance and structural changes in its markets, and summarizes the debate on the causes and consequences of these problems. Section III illustrates recent developments in the employment situation of the region's young people. Section IV introduces subjective elements, analysing the contrasts between the reality of Latin America labour markets and the characteristics, aspirations and expectations of the young. Section V, lastly, analyses the challenges that will have to be met if the employment situation of young people in Latin America is to improve.
I introduction

II the circumstances, origins and consequences of the employment problems affecting the young
In a context of modest and unstable economic growth, few wage-paying jobs were created between 1990 and 2003 (particularly in the formal sector) and the region's unemployment rate rose from 7.5% to 11% before the economic recovery of the following years brought it down to single-digit figures, although it did not return to its 1990 level (eclac, 2006) . The informal sector expanded and employment conditions deteriorated. Logically enough, the worsening labour market situation also affected the young, and this was reflected in a rising youth unemployment rate, among other things (see section III).
1 This study is chiefly based on the findings of a project carried out at eclac with the cooperation of the German Agency for Technical Cooperation (gtz) and with financing from the German Federal Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development. For further details, see Weller (2006a) and the compilations of national studies prepared by Carranza (2006) , Chacaltana (2006a) , Charlín and Weller (2006) and Martínez Valle (2006) .
Besides the vagaries of the economic situation, there are processes of a more structural nature that affect labour markets, and youth employment in particular. These include recent labour supply and demand dynamics, changes in the workings of job markets and economic transformations elsewhere.
On the supply side, the main factors have been the fall-off in demographic growth, the rising education level of the younger generations and the progressive entry of young women into the labour market. All these trends may contribute to more productive and equitable employment for the younger generations.
On the demand side, a key factor is the increasing integration of trade and finance which, directly or indirectly, is intensifying competition in markets. Companies may respond differently to the pressure of ever-growing competition; one response (and one that will probably come increasingly to the fore) is to introduce new technologies and new organizational processes. This response tends to increase relative demand for skilled and flexible labour, which also works to the benefit of young people more than adults, who find it harder to cope with shifts in production methods and technology. 2 Faster change in markets as a result of global integration and technological progress is also affecting the operation of the labour market. Employment has tended to become more unstable, a process sometimes facilitated by legal reforms. Hitherto, however, there does not seem to have been a sea-change in contractual relationships in most of the countries; rather, change has taken place "at the margin". While open-ended contracts remain the rule in the formal sector, new recruits are more likely to have less job security and inferior terms of employment, and it is the young that are most affected.
Another complicating factor for youth employment is marked (and growing) socio-economic segmentation, both a reflection and a cause of the great inequality found in Latin America. Family background largely determines the employment prospects of the young, as it influences their opportunities for building up human capital (access to good-quality education and training), social capital (social relationships based on trust, cooperation and reciprocity) and cultural capital (familiarity with the codes established by the dominant culture). The situations, problems and prospects of the young, then, are heterogeneous.
The employment situation of young Latin Americans can thus be said to be critical, dynamic and segmented (eclac/oij, 2003) . It should be pointed out, though, that many of these phenomena are not specifically Latin American. Indeed, many international organizations have examined the problems of youth employment in recent years to see if ways can be found to improve the situation. 3 The creation of decent, productive jobs for the young was identified as one of the targets for the Millennium Development Goals. 4 This renewed concern was partly a reaction to the surprising and unwelcome realization that youth employment indicators were not improving even though some of the ongoing changes touched upon above seemed to favour this. Indeed, in 2007 when the different indicators were reviewed for progress towards the Millennium Development Goals, few of them had performed so unsatisfactorily as youth employment and unemployment.
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The academic and political debate has considered a number of explanations for the difficulties facing young people in the job market.
6 Regarding supply, one theory often heard is that education and training systems do not properly prepare young people for the world of work. As already pointed out, companies (representing most of the demand for labour) have had to cope with rapid economic and technological changes. To deal with these, many have tended to demand different and increased qualifications from their workforce, this being true not only of technical and professional skills and know-how ("hard skills") but also of social and methodological capabilities, particularly communication, team-working and problem-solving skills ("soft skills").
2 See Blanchflower and Freeman (2000) for an analysis of this issue in advanced countries. (2006) and World Bank (2007, chapter 4) . 4 This is target 16 of goal 8 ("Develop a global partnership for development"), which reads: "In cooperation with developing countries, develop and implement strategies for decent and productive work for youth". The unemployment rate of 15-to 24-year-olds, by sex and in total, was selected as a key indicator (number 45) (http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/). A target for productive employment and decent work for all, "including women and youth", was subsequently introduced and target 16 removed. 5 The only region expected to have met the youth employment target by 2006 was Oceania. In most of the regions, the situation worsened or failed to improve (http://unstats.un.org/unsd/mdg/Resources/Static/ Products/Progress2006/MDGProgressChart2006.pdf, last visited 19 February 2007). 6 For further details, see Diez de Medina (2001) , O'Higgins (2001) , Fawcett (2002) , Tokman (2003) , Weller (2003) and Cacciamali (2005) .
Education and training systems are struggling to cope with this growing, dynamic demand because they lack resources, have little contact with the world of work and thus little understanding of the characteristics of demand, and have only a limited capacity to adjust. Since there is often uncertainty about the future characteristics of demand, moreover, the signals from the labour market are unclear, and this obviously makes it harder for the education and training supply to adjust. The result is that the young people who come out of these systems are not properly prepared and do not understand the characteristics of the working world; in turn, businesses are reluctant to employ them. Contrary to what is sometimes claimed, furthermore, it can be argued that the profound technological and organizational changes that have occurred have not wholly negated the value of experience. Consequently, although young people may have specific skills, in new technologies for instance, their potential advantages over older people are diminished by other relative weaknesses.
While this first group of employment problems derives from the inadequacy of supply in relation to the characteristics of demand, a second group stems from demand itself. One such problem, which concerns the level of demand, is that when an economic slowdown occurs the first response of company human resources policy is to stop hiring, and this obviously affects the youngest (who are over-represented among job-seekers) more than other people.
7 When the crisis worsens and companies start to lay off workers, young people once again are usually the worst affected; partly because they have spent less time with the firm, and partly for social reasons (protecting heads of households) and financial ones (retention of experienced workers, lower severance payments), they are the f irst to lose their jobs. Consequently, in situations of great economic volatility like those that have characterized Latin America over recent decades, the environment becomes less favourable to the employment prospects of the young.
There is a problem of incomplete information in the labour market, both among young people in relation to the working world in general and individual companies in particular, and among companies in relation to the young in general and certain young people in particular. Lack of transparency in intermediation procedures, prejudices on both sides and discriminatory practices can make the adjustment between companies' requirements and young people's aspirations even slower and more inefficient than it would otherwise have been, as well as entrenching inequalities.
Regulations such as a high minimum wage that make it more expensive to hire young people, whose lack of experience makes their productivity relatively low, can also reduce the level of youth employment. Other regulations designed to protect workers already in employment ("insiders") tend to block access to jobs for those without employment ("outsiders"), among them the young.
Lastly, the production structure and certain characteristics of employment institutions limit the scope for advancement in the labour market. A large segment of the region's economies is characterized by low productivity, low technology levels and noncompliance with numerous regulations, including employment regulations. Jobs in this segment not only entail poor working conditions and benefits, but the work experience acquired there is not much appreciated in the market and therefore commands little in the way of higher pay. Abuse of certain contractual mechanisms and non-compliance with employment laws are found in more "formal" contexts as well, worsening the quality of youth employment and limiting future prospects.
The specialist literature indicates that all these (often interrelated) factors are influential, but to very differing degrees (Weller, 2003) . As we shall see later on, heterogeneity within age groups makes it hard to generalize, and large differences in human, social and cultural capital have to be considered when analysing the youth employment situation and proposals for improving this. To define youth simply by biological age is obviously very confining, but studies that work with statistical sources have no choice but to do so. In this article, accordingly, "youth" is understood to refer to people aged 15 to 29.
That employment indicators should show worse levels for young people than for adults is not in itself a cause for concern. When youth unemployment is high and prolonged, however, and young people are working in poor-quality jobs for which their education and skill levels overqualify them, there are negative economic and social effects: - These data, it must be remembered, are for a period of mediocre economic growth (2.9% a year between 1990 and 2004, giving an annual increase of 1.2% in per capita gdp) and thus of unsatisfactory labour market performance. As will be seen now, youth employment was no exception to these tendencies.
trends in youth activity and inactivity rates
Two trends in particular characterize the participation of young people in the Latin American labour market during the recent period. One is the moderate decline in the male participation rate; 9 the other is the marked rise in the female participation rate. The result is that the participation gap between men and women has narrowed (table 1).
The f inal outcome of these two opposing tendencies was a small increase in the overall workforce participation rate of young people (except in the youngest group). The fall in the participation rate of young men was due primarily to the decline in the youngest group (15 to 19). A primary cause of this was that they stayed longer in the education system, since the proportion of students rose, particularly in this age group (table 2). At the same time, there was a small decline in the proportion of young men in the "Other inactive" category, the group containing the largest contingent of young people at greatest risk of exclusion and marginalization. In these circumstances, the decline in the youth participation rate is a positive development. There are still problems, however: for example, the high workforce participation rate of young people aged 15 to 19, an age when the great majority ought to be attending educational establishments, and the fact that more than 5% of this age group belong to the "Other inactive" category.
Higher workforce participation among young women did not lead to any decline in their attendance at educational establishments: in all age groups not only did the proportion of women attending educational establishments increase, but women outnumbered men of the same age. This was presumably contributed to by the realization that women with a low level of education have fewer employment options than men in the same position, leading women to make a greater effort to obtain qualifications in order to improve their opportunities of obtaining higher-quality employment.
Conversely, there was a marked decrease in the proportion of young women engaged in domestic work, while the proportion falling into the "Other inactive" category remained quite stable. The fact that employment increased at the same time as attendance at educational establishments can be regarded as another positive development. Once again, this does not mean that the problems of occupational inactivity have been overcome, since over a fifth of 15-to 19-year-olds are engaged in domestic work or are in the "Other inactive" category, which severely limits their options when it comes to taking paid employment in future.
Increased attendance at educational establishments is reflected not only in the rise in the number of students as a proportion of the age groups concerned, but also in the higher proportion of employed and unemployed young people attending such establishments. This group is very large, comprising 35.1% of all employed 15-to 19-year-olds, 20.8% of the 20 to 24 group and 12.2% of the 25 to 29 group in 2003/2004 or thereabouts, with higher rates among women than men. 10 The proportions are similar among the unemployed, with 36.2%, 24.6% and 13.7% of the three age groups, respectively, attending educational establishments.
Lastly, a clear divide can be identified between young men and young women when their participation levels are measured against income in the households to which they belong (Weller, 2006b, p. 9) . Specifically, male labour market participation shows an inverted Ucurve, with the lowest rates found in the first and fifth household income quintiles, although the differences between quintiles are relatively small. 11 In the case of young women, on the other hand, there is a clear positive correlation between household income level and workforce participation. The participation rate of young women in the poorest households (first quintile) is about 20 percentage points lower than that of women of the same age in the wealthiest quintile.
Youth employment trends
Between the early 1990s and the mid-2000s, the employment rate 12 among young people rose slightly, as the decline in the rate for young men was offset by a moderate rise in that for young women (table 3) .
The employment rate is more homogeneous across education groups in the case of young men (with the highest rates in the least educated groups) than in that of women (with the highest rates in the most educated groups). Whereas in the former case this is mainly because some young men with intermediate and high education levels are still studying, in the latter case it is basically a reflection of cultural constraints and the lack of job opportunities for less educated young women (who come from low-income families, particularly in the countryside).
Among young women, the employment level rose in all educational groups, with larger increases in the lowest educational groups, resulting in a slight reduction of the difference in the employment rate between women of different educational levels. Owing to composition effects, the divide in the employment rate between young men and women fell quite sharply, from 34 percentage points in the early 1990s to less than 27 points around 2003/2004, although it remained high. 13 10 These percentages rose across the board in the recent period. Around 1990, the proportion of working people who also attended educational establishments was 26.6%, 14.9% and 7.7%, respectively, for the three age groups (calculated as a simple average for 13 countries).
11 About 5 percentage points between the lowest and highest rates. 12 The employment rate is the proportion of working-age people in paid employment. 13 The highest educational groups have increased their share of the total among both men and women, but these groups present belowaverage employment rates in the case of men and above-average rates in the case of women.
In the recent period, furthermore, there was a general rise in the share of low-productivity sectors within the employment structure, chiefly reflecting weak demand for labour in the more productive sectors at a time of low economic growth.
14 There is a strong negative correlation between the share of low-productivity sectors and the education level of the young (table 4) . Indeed, the proportion working in these sectors was more than three times as high among those with the lowest education levels as among those with the highest education level. 15 During the most recent period, however, the share of low-productivity sectors also increased in the intermediate and high educational groups, indicating that, with weak growth in the region's economies at a time when the education level of young people entering the labour market was rising, a growing number of these young people with a good level of education were not finding employment commensurate with that education.
Lastly, the occupational activity status of young people tends to be far more mobile, and their employment in particular more unstable. In the case of Chile, Henríquez and Uribe-Echevarría (2003, p. 93) found that, over six consecutive quarters, just 23.3% of young people who formed part of the economically active population at some point were continuously employed, while 34.3% moved between employment and inactivity and 42.4% had at least one spell of unemployment. 16 By way of comparison, in the 30 to 49 age group the figures reveal far greater stability, standing at 60.4%, 19.8% and 19.8%, respectively.
Youth unemployment trends
In Latin America, the youth unemployment rate is more than twice the adult rate (15.9% compared to 6.6% around 2003/2004 ) and the gap between youths and adults is similar for men and women. Unemployment rose for all groups in the recent period, so that the rise in youth unemployment was more a reflection of the general deterioration in the region's labour markets than of specific issues affecting the young. Indeed, in relative terms unemployment increased by slightly more for adults, so that the gap between these and the young narrowed somewhat.
17 Among young people, the female unemployment rate was almost half as high again as the male rate, with little change in this respect over the recent period (table 5) . Argentina is excluded because of a lack of data in the coverage specified in table 1.
16 See Chacaltana (2006, p. 189) for similar data regarding Peru. 17 In the group of 17 countries with comparable data for the recent period, unemployment rose from 12.8% to 16.1% among the young and from 4.8% to 7% among adults, meaning that the youth rate was 170% higher than the adult rate at the start of the 1990s and 130% higher a decade later.
There is a strong negative correlation between the youth unemployment rate and household incomes. In the early 2000s, the youth unemployment rate in the first quintile was almost 30%, or more than three times the rate in the fifth quintile. In the recent period, however, this last quintile experienced the largest proportional increase in its unemployment rate, possibly in part as a result of rising "educated unemployment" or unemployment among better-educated young people. Of course, people in well-off households are in a position to wait and search for longer without any great sacrifice in the well-being of household members (Weller, 2006b, p. 20) .
Interestingly, for unemployed people who have previously worked there is no great difference in the time it takes youths and adults to find employment, suggesting that the former do not generally have greater problems of labour market access than the latter, although there are specific groups that may indeed face more severe problems. 18 As already mentioned, however, the younger cohorts account for the bulk of the unemployed seeking work for the first time, who typically find it harder to enter the labour market and take longer to find work. These two related factors help to account for the higher rate of youth unemployment and highlight the importance of a first job for the young, especially a first job where they can build up experience that will later be recognized in the labour market. In any event, once young people have started to build up experience, the specific problems they face (as compared to adults) mainly concern the characteristics of the jobs available rather than access to these jobs as such; this is manifested in greater job instability for young people than for adults, partly because a high percentage of their employment contracts are short-term (Fajnzylber and Reyes, 2005) . Table 6 shows how this instability manifests itself in a higher rate of transition from employment to unemployment. The table reveals that the ratio between the number of people who have recently become unemployed and the number of people in work is substantially higher for young people than for adults, and for women than for men.
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Thus, the fact that the unemployment rate is higher for young people than for adults is mainly due to the concentration of first-time jobseekers among the young, the access problems experienced by these, and a greater frequency of movement between employment and unemployment or inactivity among young people than among adults.
Earnings trends
There is a large earnings gap between young people and adults, as the latter receive an "experience premium". Logically enough, the gap narrows as the age (and experience) of the young increases. While the youngest (aged 15 to 19, with average earnings of approximately 1.5 times the poverty line) earn a third as much on average as adults, those aged 20 to 24 receive more than half (2.6 times the poverty line) and those aged 25 to 29 more than three quarters (3.5 times the poverty line) of average adult earnings, which are 4.6 times the poverty line (table 7) . 20 Contrary to expectations of an improvement in the youth employment situation, at least in relative terms, in the recent period both real earnings as measured in terms of the poverty line and the gap between young people and adults remained quite stable.
The earnings gap proves to be significantly larger for young men than for young women, indicating that women receive less of a premium for experience over their working lives than men, either because they really do build up less experience on average by reason of their careers being more interrupted, or because of discriminatory pay practices, or both.
The pay gap between young people and adults tends to be wider at the higher education levels and narrower at low education levels. This is partly because experience plays a preponderant role in the case of skilled workers, whose activities offer more scope for developing additional skills than do simpler occupations. In the case of the latter, physical exertion is a major component of performance.
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In this context, it is striking that whereas the specialist literature indicates that the pay gap between the highest-skilled and other educational groups widened in the labour market as a whole in the recent period (idb, 2003) , the evidence for the different age subgroups among the young is mixed. Specifically, the relative earnings of young people with 10 to 12 years of education tended to deteriorate and the best-educated saw their relative earnings improve in the 25 to 29 group, but not in the 20 to 24 group (table 8). In the case of adults, on the other hand, both the group with 10 to 12 years of education and, to an even greater extent, the best-educated group improved their earnings relative to the other educational groups.
These findings contradict the widely held theory that the far-reaching technological changes of recent times have handed a competitive advantage to the besteducated young people with skills in new technological fields, these skills being harder to acquire for adults educated in different technological paradigms. For the group with 10 to 12 years of education, the reason for this unexpected turn of events may possibly be that rising secondary education coverage in the recent period has "devalued" this educational attainment, so that young people educated to this level entered the labour market in large numbers and saw their relative earnings decline. As for the most educated group, the difficulty of finding employment commensurate with their level of education (rising "educated unemployment") must have resulted in some new jobseekers having to take up positions for which they were overqualified, driving down the average earnings of this educational group.
Youth EmPLoYmENt: ChArACtEristiCs, tENsioNs AND ChALLENgEs • JürgEN wELLEr C E P A L r E v i E w 9 2 • A u g u s t 2 0 0 7 People previously in employment and now unemployed and seeking work for up to a month. There are large earnings gaps between young men and women, both overall and in specific educational groups. The difference widens with age: in 2002, women's earnings were 87% of the average in the 15 to 19 group, 81% in the 20 to 24 group and 76% in the 25 to 29 group (table 9) . Once again, then, it transpires that women do not receive the same kind of premium for experience as men.
An interesting finding is that, whereas many studies, such as eclac (2001), show that the earnings gap between men and women is usually greater at the high education levels than at the low and intermediate ones, this is not true in the case of the young. Indeed, the earnings gap for young women with a higher level of education as compared to those in the other educational groups is smallest in the three youngest age subgroups. This could mean that the relative earnings of this group of women diminish most afterwards, when highly educated men start to receive a large premium for their experience, typically by way of promotion, whereas the premium for women's experience increases less owing to interruptions in their careers (to have children) and discrimination. An alternative or complementary theory is that young women with a higher level of education tend to be discriminated against less, as they are increasingly succeeding in enforcing their right to equality of pay with similarly able men. 22 This theory would seem to be borne out by the fact that the best-educated young women aged 20 to 29 have been able to narrow the earnings gap with their male counterparts, whereas the predominant pattern among other educational groups has been for the gap to widen.
To conclude this brief review of the most salient statistical information, it can be said that the employment situation of young Latin Americans deteriorated once again in the recent period. This was due to general trends in the region's labour markets, where employment conditions and earnings once again suffered amidst pronounced macroeconomic volatility. Contrary to what might have been expected from theories about young people's competitive advantages in the areas of technology and organization, there was no improvement in their occupational situation as compared to that of adults. This does not mean that the expectations were completely wrong, 23 but that they apply not so much to young people generally as to specific groups. 22 Schkolnik (2005, p. 37) shows that the employment patterns of highly educated young women are very similar to those of their male peers. 23 See Campusano (2006, p. 97) on the characteristics attributed to young people by employers. The gap between expectations of an improved outlook for youth employment (because of educational, demographic, technological and economic factors) and actual developments in recent times (see section III above) has given rise to a number of tensions, many of them interrelated. 24 These tensions generally arise between the subjective perceptions of the young and the reality of the labour market. Given the great heterogeneity of the youth cohorts, these tensions obviously do not affect all young people alike. Many of them are being experienced in all the countries, however.
First tension: young people now have higher levels of formal education than the age cohorts that preceded them, but they also face greater problems in obtaining work. 25 The cause of this tension lies mainly in the weakness of aggregate demand, which has meant that a large proportion of new jobs have arisen in lowproductivity sectors as these have expanded under the pressure of the labour supply. Clearly, the cause of this tension is not that the new generations are "overeducated" or that there is a surplus of young people with high levels of education, since the widening of the pay gap in favour of the most educated observed for the recent period in Latin America (idb, 2003) shows that the demand for labour has if anything been shifting towards the most highly qualified workers. On the contrary, progress with educational coverage has been insufficient to achieve equity and development in the region (by comparison with other middle-income countries, for example) and quality is inadequate. Specifically, education and occupational training systems have only half-heartedly addressed the productive and sociocultural changes of recent times, and are thus not facilitating the transition to the world of work.
Second tension: young people place a high value on work as such, but their experience with actual jobs tends to be frustrating. While there is a growing functional perception of work as primarily a source of income (and one that in some cases has to compete with others offering higher returns for less effort), for many young people it is still the cornerstone for the development of their personal identity, not least because of the new social contacts they forge in the workplace. Often, however, the initial experience of work does not live up to expectations, with many young people reporting low earnings, few opportunities to acquire skills and know-how, threats of dismissal, ill-treatment, sexual harassment or unpleasant personal relationships; in short, conditions that do not help them fully realize the potential contribution work can make to their individual and social development.
Third tension, connected with the second: there are major contradictions between young people's expectations of the benefits of participating in the labour market and the conditions they actually experience there. These expectations centre on improvements in the material well-being of themselves as individuals and the parental household, the creation of a basis for setting up homes of their own, social recognition and the opportunity to contribute to the development of their country, among others. The change in gender roles has heightened this tension, since more and more young women are trying to fulfil and develop their potential in order to achieve greater independence and release themselves from traditional roles closely tied to the home. For many young people, however, the reality of the labour market does not satisfy these aspirations or does so only in part. A key element in the frustrations this creates are low earnings, reflected in the large percentages of "working poor".
Fourth tension: taking a dynamic view, the characteristics of the labour market are expressed in the contrast between the need and preference for a working life that provides a minimum of job and earnings stability, especially when young people aspire to start a family of their own, and the volatility and insecurity that are the dominant reality of the labour market. The young people of today have had their first experience of work in this "new occupational norm" IV tensions in the youth employment situation 24 Section IV is based mainly on the results of a number of focus groups organized as part of the eclac/gtz project mentioned in footnote 1 and comprising young people and young adults of different educational levels. See Espinosa (2006) , Sepúlveda (2006) and Palau, Caputo and Segovia (2006) , plus the relevant chapters in Carranza (2006) and Chacaltana (2006a) . 25 This is the first of the tensions or paradoxes analysed by Martín Hopenhayn in relation to the situation of Latin American youth and discussed in eclac/oij (2004, pp. 17-21) and elsewhere. The tensions identified in this chapter, which mainly concern aspects of youth employment, can be considered in conjunction with these.
Youth EmPLoYmENt: ChArACtEristiCs, tENsioNs AND ChALLENgEs • JürgEN wELLEr C E P A L r E v i E w 9 2 • A u g u s t 2 0 0 7 (Sepúlveda, 2006) and some find it a satisfactory framework for their aspirations of independence and creativity. For most, however, the labour market is not a place where dynamic opportunities abound, but one where obstacles are placed in the way of advancement and stable employment. Combined with the weakening of social protection systems in many countries, this gives rise to deep uncertainty that affects the personality development and social inclusion of young people.
Fifth tension: achieving employment aspirations is generally a long-term matter, particularly when it comes to attaining high levels of education. However, many young people face short-term pressures that compel them to leave the school system early, prevent them from resuming their studies and oblige them to accept any job available to generate earnings that their households cannot do without. Whereas for young people from poor households this conflict becomes apparent at an early age, for others the clash between long-term aspirations and short-term pressures comes with the responsibilities entailed by having a family of their own. In these cases, the tension between aspirations and the realities of employment is often "resolved" by transferring the aspirations to the next generation, with the idea that short-term sacrifices will facilitate their accomplishment for the family's offspring.
Sixth tension: young women are showing an increasing desire to lead independent lives. Employment plays a key role in this, but they face special problems in the labour market. Although the situation is particularly difficult for women with low levels of education, who have very few opportunities for productive employment, the employment indicators for young women are less favourable than those for young men in similar age groups at all education levels. Consequently, and despite their higher levels of formal education, average employment indicators for young women as a group are also worse than those for their male counterparts (eclac, 2004, pp. 167-171) .
Seventh tension: the growing need to combine work with study can create negative tensions, by affecting performance in both spheres, or positive ones, by opening up access to opportunities that would otherwise be closed off. In any event, the growing importance of "lifelong learning" can involve a lasting conflict throughout a person's working life, with potentially negative effects on free time and family and social life, especially in the Latin American countries with their long working days.
Eighth tension: young people experience the conflict between a "meritocratic" discourse, to which they respond with a willingness to make great personal efforts and sacrifices for the sake of advancement in their education and employment, and the reality of a labour market in which personal contacts and recommendations are often an important factor in access to desirable jobs. Occupational exclusion among those who do not have this type of social capital reflects a marked intragenerational segmentation that is intensifying in many countries because of growing differences in the quality of the education available to young people from different socio-economic backgrounds.
Ninth tension: the market demands work experience, among other things; however, many young people seeking work for the first time discover, firstly, that it is extremely difficult to gain experience and, secondly, that the market does not recognize experience acquired in the kind of occupations open to young people of a low educational level. Accordingly, this group finds it almost impossible to embark upon a path of occupational advancement.
Tenth tension: young people are showing more and more interest in self-employment and entrepreneurship and in the arguments advanced in favour of this orientation, which is represented as one way of coping with the scarcity of new wage-paying jobs. However, there are considerable obstacles to starting a business (experience, credit and others), as well as a high risk of failure, 26 while with few exceptions the institutions needed to help young people with ventures of this type, and particularly with the consequences of failure, have yet to be created. In addition, situations of crisis or low economic growth not only limit the creation of wagepaying employment, but also restrict opportunities to create and expand new businesses.
Eleventh tension: young people have to cope with the conflict between their cultural preferences and the standards demanded in a labour market shaped by the dominant culture. They perceive that they are subject to exclusion because of their age and the cultural choices they express, while the market places what young people see as an unfair emphasis on work experience and does not accept certain types of subcultural selfexpression that could affect a company's image in the eyes of its customers, and thence its financial results.
These tensions all have their effects on occupational and social integration. Many of them are linked to a deeper contradiction between individual and collective dreams and aspirations and a social and economic reality that does not facilitate their attainment. This contradiction can create conflicts that find more or less powerful expression both at the individual level and in the form of social tensions with generational components. This is obviously a dynamic tension, and the dreams and aspirations of a cohort of young people develop in directions that are usually unpredictable but not entirely disconnected from the shifting social reality. The same thing happens when successive youth cohorts are compared with those coming up behind them, each of which tends to modify the values and goals of its predecessor.
V improving the youth employment situation: the challenges involved
A favourable macroeconomic environment is essential for significant progress to be made with the employment situation of the young and for the tensions identified above to be dealt with. No programme to improve the job prospects of the young (through the development of know-how, skills and capabilities for work), increase the efficiency of occupational intermediation or influence other aspects of the employment situation can produce satisfactory results unless there is a dynamic demand for labour generated by high and stable economic growth rates and expectations that lead firms to recruit more staff, and unless there is a favourable environment for self-employment with prospects for advancement.
Many of the tensions described can be put down to labour market volatility and poor conditions of employment for large numbers of those seeking work. The old protection and security mechanisms, which were anyway available only to part of the region's workforce, have lost much of their regulatory power. Consequently, another outstanding task is to establish a new regulatory framework for the employment market so that labour relations are governed by a model that incorporates protection mechanisms appropriate to the new economic conditions, among other things. 27 However, not all the occupational tensions observed can be blamed on weak growth or labour market institutions. Again, it is not possible to conceive of "solutions" that would resolve all of them satisfactorily for everyone concerned. Furthermore, some are bound up with dynamic intergenerational tensions that public policies cannot easily act upon.
Consideration will now be given to some policy options for helping young people participate successfully in the labour market. This examination is organized around the "4Es" proposed by the High-level Panel of the Youth Employment Network, which are as follows: employability, equal opportunities for young men and young women, entrepreneurship and employment creation (United Nations, 2001).
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Of course, any intervention to improve the youth employment situation needs to take account of the great heterogeneity of the region's young people, as clearly revealed by the data presented in section III. There is no one employment problem common to all young people, but rather a variety of specific problems. The challenges faced by young people of different sexes and with different educational, socio-economic, cultural, ethnic and other characteristics vary greatly, so appropriate responses need to be found for different specific needs. There also needs to be better coordination of public, private and non-governmental actors at the national and local levels so that the efforts of young people and their families can be deployed in a more favourable occupational context.
Employability
This point turns on the concepts of human capital, social capital and cultural capital. While economists have traditionally worked with the concept of human capital and have recently "discovered" social capital, sociologists tend to distinguish between social capital and cultural capital, the second of which includes the aspects of education, training and work experience that economists identify as determinants of human capital. The position taken here, however, is that successful participation in the job market requires human capital (good-quality education and training), social capital (social relationships based on trust, cooperation and reciprocity) and cultural capital (familiarity with the codes established by the dominant culture).
(a) Human capital
A good education and occupational training are essential for the development of human capital and the employability of the young. The region's education systems still display numerous deficiencies in terms of coverage and quality, however.
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The countries of Latin America have made great efforts to universalize primary education, attaining coverage of 93% by 2001 (United Nations, 2005, p. 90). Nonetheless, there is still ground to be made up in the coverage of secondary education, which stood at a simple average of 65% in the region's countries in 2001 (United Nations, 2005), and of preschool education, which is vital to counteract the disadvantages suffered by children from poor households.
Quality levels and quality gaps are another widely recognized problem in the region's education systems (Labarca, 2004; United Nations, 2005) , one effect of which has been to devalue academic credentials. A form of "top-down" pressure thus exists: young people with qualifications cannot obtain work in occupations for which their education suits them and so take up less skilled jobs, crowding out young people who have trained for these (Novick, 2004) . Young people also face segmentation in the education system, which favours graduates of schools and universities recognized for the quality of their teaching but unaffordable for most students (eclac/oij, 2004) .
Young people have clearly grasped the importance of education, but quite often feel that neither education nor occupational training prepares them properly for employment, owing to a lack of connection between the school curriculum and the world of work.
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Furthermore, as we have already pointed out, short-term pressures often force young people to enter the labour market early, something that is reflected, for example, in the rising percentage of young people simultaneously studying and working or studying and seeking work. When work affects academic performance because long or tiring working days limit people's ability to learn, this increase represents an adverse trend that jeopardizes the future of the young.
On the other hand, if young people attend an educational establishment whilst carrying out types of work that do not significantly affect their academic performance (during vacations or with short working hours), not only will they generate income but they will familiarize themselves with the working world, as they will be acquiring and applying skills that are not so central in the educational sphere (Krauskopf, 2003) . Again, because the transition to the adult working world is often long (Sepúlveda, 2006) , a suitable combination of work and study can help young people to develop individual employment strategies and build up the selfesteem and recognition of their own capabilities that they need to take the first steps in their line of work.
It may be supposed that this more benign combination of work and study is likelier to be found among young people from higher-income households, while young people from poor households are faced with the harsher alternative. In the case of the latter, conditional transfer programmes (which reduce the need for children and young people to work) are an appropriate instrument for limiting the negative impact of short-term pressures. More flexibility is also needed in the educational system and employment legislation (parttime contracts with the corresponding social benefits, opportunities to work flexible hours) so that work can be combined with study under benign conditions.
(b) Social capital
It has been pointed out that access to social capital can be both a cause of the inequity that afflicts Latin American societies (because of its unequal distribution) and a solution to this (when more of it is acquired by disadvantaged groups) (Durston, 2003) .
When it comes to labour market access, one thing that is striking is the importance given by both businesses and the young themselves to the recommendations of third parties. 31 In a labour market that lacks transparency, which is very often the case in Latin America, this behaviour can make sense as a second-best solution for companies, especially smaller ones that wish to avoid costly selection procedures.
However, these practices involve a dynamic of exclusion for those young people who lack the necessary contacts. 32 In these circumstances, unequal distribution of social capital strongly predetermines opportunities for access to productive jobs and thus the future career paths of many young people. This creates major frustrations, since the reality of the labour market is that education and training efforts are not appreciated unless those making them have the necessary social contacts. Furthermore, those who do enter the labour market in this way strengthen their social capital yet further to the detriment of young people who lack such initial contacts.
To increase the eff iciency of labour market intermediation and make recruitment processes more equitable, there is a need to improve the transparency of the labour market, for example through certification of skills, staff (pre)selection agencies, help for disadvantaged young people to develop employment strategies, and quantitative and qualitative improvements in intermediation systems, assisted by new information and communication technologies.
(c) Cultural capital
For companies, the attitudes and values of applicants are a vital factor when recruiting, and young people generally score poorly on many counts (Campusano, 2006) . Indeed, a major obstacle to employment for many young people is their unfamiliarity with the prevailing cultural codes insisted on in the working world. Here, a distinction should be drawn between problems caused by unawareness and conflicts arising from subcultural tensions. Regarding the former, many young people are clearly unfamiliar with the attitudes, norms and forms of presentation that companies appreciate, and this is often reflected in poorly presented curricula vitae and mishandled job interviews. Training in this area can certainly be an effective way of improving the employment prospects of young people who possess the qualifications required for a particular post.
Studies of both young people and companies reveal that a proactive attitude is quite common among young people, many of whom stress the importance of personal effort, notwithstanding many adverse factors (Sepúlveda, 2006) . This attitude is confirmed by companies, which see the willing attitude of young people towards work in general and new challenges in particular as being among the positive characteristics of the new generations (Campusano, 2006, p. 98) .
However, there are many young people who perceive themselves as victims of discrimination because of the forms of cultural self-expression they adopt (clothing, hairstyles, bodily ornaments), which are often rejected by the world of work, particularly in the formal sector.
33 This is obviously a permanent source of tension, although at the same time forms of cultural expression permeate up from subcultures to the dominant culture. It is possible that at some point the dominant culture may come to tolerate forms of self-expression that were once excluded and penalized, and even to adopt them itself; in turn, each generation creates its own cultural expressions that set up new tensions with the dominant context. Young people will have to decide as individuals when and to what extent they are willing to cede to the demands of the traditional working world, or whether they are going to try to find some creative outlet of their own that enables them to earn a living in a manner consistent with their beliefs and values. 34 In any event, certain recent changes in the production and employment structure, such as the emergence and expansion of numerous activities in the service sector, part-time work and less hierarchical employment structures, are giving some young people new opportunities that are more compatible with their interests and preferences, including teamwork and flexible hours. 31 See the summaries given in Espinosa (2006, p. 35) and Campusano (2006, p. 94) . 32 The subject of privilege in recruitment often came up in the focus groups with young people and young adults. In countries that lacked an independent civil service, the importance of political contacts for obtaining a job in the public sector was often referred to (see, for example, Palau, Caputo and Segovia, 2006) . 33 See the views of Salvadoran business people cited in Vega and Carranza (2006) . 34 Of course, tolerance towards particular cultural expressions cannot be all on one side. Also, a distinction needs to be made between expressions of an intolerant and repressive ideology and the existence of different social "scenes" that use different codes, without this necessarily entailing discrimination.
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Equal opportunities for men and women
There are specific barriers to participation in the labour market for many women, often associated with the traditional division of labour: women are relegated to the private sphere and are responsible for reproduction, while men act in the public sphere and are responsible for productive work. Of particular importance here are, first, the roles assigned to young women in poor families in rural areas, as they are often put in charge of younger siblings or other household tasks, and, second, the situation of low-income young mothers in urban areas who usually have difficulty finding and paying for childcare services during the working day. To ensure equality of opportunity between the sexes when it comes to integration into the working world, policies to support youth employment have to take account of these specific needs in the different groups of young women. Reconciliation of household tasks and paid employment cannot be seen as the sole responsibility of women (Batthyány, 2004) .
Again, the gender perspective needs to be taken into account in occupational training, both to improve the quality of programmes in occupations to which women have traditionally had access and to increase their access to others (Fawcett and Howden, 1998) .
Another measure to improve the employability of young women is help in deciding on personal employment strategies. Among other components, such strategies include establishing contacts and familiarizing themselves with the world of work at an early stage, plus better information on the labour market generally and on employment and training options. These strategies can thereby contribute to the development of cultural and social capital and self-esteem, which are factors of great importance for labour market participation and in which young women are generally at a considerable disadvantage, especially when they come from low-income households.
Generally speaking, employment policies, and specifically those aimed at the young, need to adopt a transversal gender approach that recognizes the numerous obstacles and inequalities faced by women when they are trying to break into the job market and once they are actually in it (Abramo, 2006) . These problems are partly due to discriminatory attitudes that need to be identified and confronted. This being so, the role of anti-discrimination laws in stimulating a social and cultural transition towards more equitable societies is at least as important as their role in remedying individual infringements, especially since discrimination is often masked by a rationale of efficiency.
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Entrepreneurship
Production structures are changing rapidly, largely because of the impact of new information and communication technologies. These technologies not only generate and require greater flexibility in markets (including the labour market), but they also make it easier for people to start their own businesses with much smaller capital investments than previous production methods required. These technological and productive opportunities are reflected in a growing interest among many young people in working more independently, at a time when wage employment is characterized by increasing insecurity and instability (Espinosa, 2006) . Partly in acknowledgement of these trends, the promotion of microenterprises and own-account working has recently come to be seen as a strategy for addressing the problem of youth unemployment.
However, many microenterprises are subsistence affairs rather than a reflection of the entrepreneurial spirit of young people (Messina, 2001) . In addition, a lack of dynamism in the economy not only affects job creation by established firms, but also limits the scope for setting up and sustaining new businesses.
The data available show that young people who aspire to work on their own account and create their own businesses face greater obstacles than adults. Own-account workers and employers represent a much smaller proportion of young people than of adults, and this is not surprising given that many young people, however much they may wish to work for themselves, prefer to build up work experience in a wage-paying job first. More importantly still, there is greater instability among the young self-employed than among adults. As the data presented in table 10 for Chile, Ecuador and Peru show, a significantly higher proportion of young people who have worked independently, i.e., as ownaccount workers or employers, switch category than do adults in the same position. In Chile, for example, over an 18-month period 40% of young people who were independent at the start of the period had switched to some employee category by the end of it, 35 Doing away with discrimination is not just a matter of making and enforcing laws, of course, but they are useful instruments.
while among adults the proportion was only 18%. In Ecuador, meanwhile, the percentages are 35% and 17%, respectively, over a two-year period, while in Peru they are 56% and 30%, respectively, over a three-year period. To sum up, the proportion of independently working young people who subsequently become employees in the three countries is twice that for adults.
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These data show how risky it would be to invest massively in programmes to encourage young people to start microenterprises. This is certainly not a universal solution for improving the youth employment situation. It would be advisable to reorient education so that it encourages entrepreneurship, not exclusively with the goal of creating entrepreneurs, however, but also to stimulate skills, capabilities and attitudes that will be useful to young people in the working world generally, community life, voluntary work and political, social, cultural, sporting and other types of organization.
Experience of these activities leaves some young people with a desire to venture into the world of business. Policies and programmes to support these potential entrepreneurs need to be differentiated by the group of young people aimed at, and should be coordinated with general business creation policies.
Employment creation
Although some firms claim to recruit well-educated young people even if they lack experience, the fact is that employers tend to make additional demands (experience, personal contacts, familiarity with cultural norms, individual effort and others). For all the positive correlations that might exist at the aggregate level, then, many young people perceive that the relationship between education and access to productive employment is weakening. Thus, young people seeking work for the first time are required to have both education and experience to break into the labour market, but when they lack experience they are not given the opportunity to acquire it. Furthermore, failings in the way the labour market operates (lack of transparency, mechanisms of exclusion and discrimination) exacerbate the obstacles to access for particular groups. This is why it is so important to facilitate access to a first job with prospects of career advancement. In the last few years a number of countries have created programmes that use different instruments to help young people into a first formal job.
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With the increasing instability of employment, success in breaking into the working world does not necessarily guarantee occupational advancement. Nonetheless, a first formal job can be a powerful signal to the market that useful capabilities and experience are being acquired. These include the learning of new skills, usually through practice rather than via formal training schemes; the accumulation of work experience and cultural capital; and the opportunity to relate to people of all ages in a new context of socialization and thereby establish social networks outside the family.
At the same time, a number of countries have introduced special contracts with reduced employment rights (in respect of pay, social benefits and rules of dismissal) to encourage the recruitment of certain groups, particularly the young. Where the young are concerned, it is imperative for such contracts to provide for verifiable training measures, so that adult labour is not simply replaced by worse-paid youth labour. 38 Many young people believe that these hiring procedures, like work placements, are more a mechanism for taking advantage of their labour at low cost than a means of acquiring knowledge and skills that will be relevant to them in their future working lives. Indeed, the evidence indicates that many firms do not comply with the training requirements laid down in the legislation (Chacaltana, 2006a) . Given that wage and non-wage incentives of this type (and tax incentives in the case of employment subsidies) can only be justified socially if they generate investment in human capital, it is vitally important to monitor compliance with the obligations of those involved. This is more feasible in dual occupational training schemes, which create an interaction between theoretical and practical learning.
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In conclusion, to improve the employment situation of young people it is necessary to establish a virtuous circle between a more favourable environment (in which macroeconomic conditions that stimulate economic growth and thence the demand for labour are the most important element), new labour market institutions and measures to strengthen the human, social and cultural capital of the young, especially those in a disadvantaged situation. Measures to improve the employment conditions of young women, encourage entrepreneurship and create jobs would make an important further contribution. This would provide greater and more easily accessible opportunities for young people to embark upon a path of occupational advancement and help to reduce the profound inequalities that characterize the region. Original: Spanish) 
